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Abstract 
In a globalized and multipolar world, the concept of “regional leader” represents a core element. Gradually, besides the USA as 
“a universe unto itself” for more than five decades, there emerged other poles of power, initially under the form of regional
leaders. Among the main regional leaders, we can mention: Germany, France and United Kingdom in Europe, Japan, China and 
India in Asia, Russia at the confluence between Europe and Asia, Brazil in Latin America. Simultaneously, it appeared and 
deepened different forms of alliances, associations and unions characterized by different degrees of economic integration. Taking 
into consideration its ascension during the last decades, we can assert that China has the vocation of a global leader.  
Resorting to a set of indicators and indexes and shares in the world GDP, trade and investment flows, we demonstrate that the
EU, USA and China are at present the three major poles of economic power in the world. While the first two are recording a 
decline in terms of their shares in the global GDP, trade and investment flows, by contrast, China is marking an accelerate rise in 
the field of trade in goods but a moderate one at the level of trade in services and FDI. The financial and economic crisis 
emphasized furthermore some trends, pointing out the major challenges induced by the relocation of the poles of economic power 
in the world. 
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1. The “regional leader” concept is an essential element for “economic  power” definition 
The regional leader concept is a must in the present globalized world. Mankind had passed through different 
period of dominance by empires such as: the Roman, the Ottoman, the Tsarist and British one before the Second 
World War. The economic and military world power has become the USA that advanced gradually after over 200 
years of British dominance. During the second part of the XX century the USA was the core of economic 
progressive development of the Western countries on the base of Marshall Plan and also through IMF and World 
Bank. 
Following the Braudel theory, USA was the centre of the developed world having the characteristics of an 
“Universe economy”: an outstanding state that in the same time is admired, dynamic and dread. A radical changing 
happened by passing from empires dominance to the universe-economy dominance (Braudel, 1989).  
In the second part of the XX century, appeared new regional leaders like Germany, France and United Kingdom 
in Europe, Japan and China in Asia, Russia at the confluence of Europe and Asia, Brazil in the Latin America, all of 
them becoming, sooner or later, poles of economic power. At the same time, there have been concluded new 
economic alliances, associations and unions with different degrees of integration. 
In accordance to Braudel’s definition, in the present world there are some universe-economies: 
 European Union and its developed core Germany; 
 NAFTA and its core USA; 
 Asia and its current centre, China, that has taken this role from Japan. 
In this paper we analyze the great economic powers of the world by establishing connexions directly or/and 
indirectly through some indicators, indices and their shares in GDP, global trade and investment flows. 
Some important factors as technological progress, integration mechanisms, access to strategic resources and also 
world crises periodicity have produced major changes at the level of world economic order. 
From the autumn of 2007 the international financial crisis appeared first in USA but it expanded rapidly and 
intensively in the majority of the European Union countries, endangering the European “construction”. The deep 
crisis of the developed countries was felt also by the emerging countries. Nevertheless, economic power transfer 
from the West to the East has been emphasized by the prolonged crisis. 
This transfer is the most noticeable in the hierarchy of world major exporters. The international statistical 
database reveals a substantial and rapid proximity of the Asian countries to the developed states. 
For instance, China has been placed since 2009 as the first world exporter of goods having 11.2% of the total 
exports. In accordance to WTO data we observe the gradual improving of Chinese position from the 30th place 
before its openness policy to the first position in present, due to its economic policy to foster investments and 
production that stimulated a nearly 10% average rate of GDP in the last 20 years. Another regional example that is 
located in the Chinese neighbourhood is South Korea that followed almost the same economic development path. 
South Korea managed to be on the 7th place on the world major goods exporters from the 32nd place in the ‘80s. 
South Korea is not the solitary pattern. Visible progress has been registered in other regional Asian countries as 
China Hong Kong (10th place), Singapore (14th place), China Taiwan (18th place), India (19th place), Thailand (23rd 
place), Malaysia (24th place) and Indonesia (26th place). In turn Japan has a recent peculiar history being supported in 
fostering its economic development by the USA in the ‘50s and promoting an original path that has transformed this 
country into the second world power in the ‘70s-‘80s. In spite of its economic downfall, Japan has managed to keep 
itself in the hierarchy of the world top exporters, losing only one position in the last 12 years. In present Japan is 
placed on the 4th position of global exporters of goods. The share of the Asian emerging countries in the total exports 
of goods has significantly increased during the recent decades, reaching 30% in 2012. In the same time, the share of 
the top developed countries in total world exports decreased to 36% in 2012 from 53% in 1990 (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: The gradual export power transfer from the West to the East 
Source: Own calculations on the basis of WTO, 2013a and 2013b 
 
2. “First-rate” actors on the world stage 
Often associated to “influence”, “coercion” and “control” concepts, the power can be defined as the ability of an 
international player to influence the behaviour of other actors, in order to determine them to undertake or, on the 
contrary, not to take certain actions, in accordance with its own interests and objectives (Tellis et al., 2000, p. 13, 
Samuels, 2006). 
Power is characterized by several elements: resources or potential of leadership (population, area, natural 
resources, technological progress, education, economic and military strength and political stability), the spatial 
dimension (the geographical area of the exercise of power, regionally or globally) and status (recognition, whether 
formal or informal, of its leadership)†(Danilovic, 2002, p. 28). There are scholars that define power through military 
influence, identifying the USA with a superpower, adding, however, that this status simultaneously depends on the 
economic power and influence on political institutions (Ferguson, 2003). 
Tellis et al. (2000, pp. 14-16) presents a “tripartite” approach of power as “resources” (sum of all available 
capabilities – tangible and intangible – to influence others), “strategies” (according to processes, relationships and 
situations or, in other words, taking into account the context) and “results” (or consequences). 
Therefore, the power has three main components, which can be summarized as follows: (Tellis et al., 2000, pp. 
179-182): 
¾ Economic resources, without which the concept of military power has no content, 
¾ Internal capacity to convert the potential power into effective power (national performance),  
¾ Military capacity, 
these three elements outlining the power of a country/group of countries. 
 
Table 1: Examples of quantitative indicators of a country’s power 
National resources National performance Military capability 
 
Technology 
Information and communications 
Materials 
Manufacturing 
Biotechnology and life sciences 
Aeronautics and surface transportation 
Energy and environment 
Infrastructure quality 
 
Institutions quality 
 
“Human development” 
The hierarchy of the countries/groups of 
countries with an area > 1 million km2 and 
Strategic resources 
Absolute size of defence budget 
Size of defence budget relative to GDP or 
GNP  
Nuclear weapons 
Population 
Number of persons working in the military  
 
 
†The leadership must be recognized by other major actors and, at the same time, the leader must assume 
its role and the associated responsibilities – synonym with the wish to action as a major actor.  
 
China, Japan, South Korea, Hong 
Kong-China, Singapore, Taiwan-China, 
India, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia  
– Total exports in 2012: 5537 billion 
dollars (30% of total), 1990: 713 
billion dollars (21% oftotal) 
 
 
 
USA, Germany, Netherlands, France, 
Italy, United Kingdom, Canada, 
Belgium, Spain, Switzerland 
– Total exports in 2012: 6575 billion 
dollars (36% of total), 1990: 1820 
billion dollars (53% of total) 
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Critical technologies (existing production 
capabilities, public and private R&D 
expenditures in critical civilian and 
military technologies) 
Enterprise 
Innovation capacity 
Public and private expenditures in R&D 
Public and private expenditures in 
R&D/GNP or GDP 
Number of patents in force 
Diffusion of innovation 
Connectivity 
Number of associations and organizations 
at the level of research and business 
environment Human Resources 
Public and private expenditures on 
education in absolute terms and as a share 
of GNP or GDP 
Enrolment and attainment rates by level 
(primary, secondary, tertiary) 
Composition of specialization at secondary 
and tertiary levels and by category: 
mathematics and physical sciences, 
biological sciences, engineering, social 
sciences etc. 
Number of specialized research institutes 
(especially in critical 
technology areas) 
Results of international tests (PISA -
Programme for International Student 
Assessmentand TIMSS - Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science 
Study 
Financial/capital resources 
Extent of savings, public and private, in 
absolute terms and as a share of GNP or 
GDP 
Level of FDI 
Level of foreign exchange reserves 
Size and growth rate of GDP and GDP per 
capita 
Sectorial growth 
Physical resources 
Natural resources and energy – internal 
production and access to external resources  
a population > 100 million inhabitants 
taking into consideration the human 
development index, calculated by UNDP, 
2013:  
¾ USA 
¾ EU (own calculations based on 
UNCTAD) 
¾ Russian Federation 
¾ Mexico 
¾ Brazil 
¾ China 
¾ Indonesia  
¾ India 
 
Government’s incomes and the quality of 
its distribution 
 
Governmental support for research and 
development, education, health system 
 
Innovation index 
 
Competitiveness index 
 
Military infrastructure  
Total area 
Total length of driveways, railways, coastal 
line 
Number of airports   
 
Conversion capability 
Extent of military training abroad 
Military bases abroad 
Number of high-level joint military 
exercises 
 
The hierarchy of the countries with an area 
> 1 million km2 and a population > 100 
million inhabitants taking into 
consideration the military capacity: 
 
¾ USA 
¾ Russian Federation 
¾ China 
¾ India 
¾ Brazil 
 
Source: Tellis et al., 2000, pp. 179-182 and Global Fire Power. 
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Economically, in the current multipolar world, there are outlined three “first-rate” actors: USA, EU and China. 
Consequently, China has replaced Japan in the “triad” of the ‘80s (namely the USA, EU and Japan). It took over this 
role from Japan as the engine of the Asian economy and even of the whole world. In the ‘70s and ‘80s, period of 
evident boom for the Japanese economy, its Asian neighbors benefited from export of capital and production units 
built by the Japanese on their territory. In the ‘90s, the Japanese economy entered a period of stagnation, which was 
unexpected extensive. However, Japan remains a relevant actor in the field of international trade and investment, 
being at the same time a generator of wellbeing in Asia. On the other hand, the global production networks and the 
fragmentation of production in line with competitive and comparative advantages of each country, associated with 
China’s opening to the world and its gradual integration into the world economy created the favorable premises for 
this one to take the lead. Thus, Kaname Akamatsu’s theory of “flying geese” is once more verified, as China became 
a major performer in Asia and in the world.‡ 
3. International financial and economic crisis and the speeding up the shifting of economic centre of the world 
to Asia 
China has been exporting almost symmetrically to the West and Orient, its development policy being extremely 
cautious, in "small steps", well balanced. Social values and functionality of the State were diminished after the 
Second World War, in favour of free markets. In 1759, the father of modern economic theory, Adam Smith, said in 
his book “The theory of moral sentiments” that market should contribute to the development of true values, such as 
“caution, alertness, stability”. 
What have we learned from the world financial and economic crisis, triggered in 2007 and whose effects are felt 
up to the present day? The fact that the free market is not infallible. 
International financial crisis that was felt for the first time in the autumn of 2007, is atypical and, nevertheless, 
received a "standard treatment" - i.e. providing cheap loans, as it was done every time in order to pass over the crisis 
– which would have only short term results. It's just like in medicine, when the same treatment is followed each time 
because there is no other better one. The result would be only a temporary balance, until it will be identified a 
suitable economic model with current economic development and technology (Thurow, 1997). 
Incidentally, the world, as well as any physical body lies in a continuous transformation, as a result of changes in 
external conditions that caused in the disturbance of equilibrium. After leaving the debt crisis which has affected a 
large number of states, mainly in the developing world in the 1980s, there followed other local crises after a 
repeating pattern: the Japanese crisis, the crisis of the Nordic States, the Mexican crisis, the Asian crisis, the crisis in 
Russia etc. Crises "anatomy" after the 80s was studied by a number of famous economists, who tried to build 
models in order to avoid new period of recessions. 
A famous model was the one developed by Hyman Minsky, created on the basis of classical theory of J.S. Mill, 
A. Marshall and I. Fisher. In short, Minsky analysed fluctuations in accessible financial resources for credits in 
periods of decline or even depression. He noticed that every time a financial crisis appears when an economic boom 
is given mainly by a substantial increase of speculative capital inflows. In relationship to thermodynamics, in a 
moment of equilibrium a system can be maintained in this phase for as long as the external environment isn’t 
hostile, more precisely as long as external conditions remain unchanged. 
Turning to the economy, the external and internal factors are constantly changing, but what matters is the 
magnitude of these deviations and their period. In light of these elements, the economic system leaves the 
equilibrium phase. This behaviour is very similar to that of the reaction of an organism being under the action of a 
virus. Practically financial capital begins to retreat, at which point the depreciation starts: the exchange rate of the 
national currency, shares and bonds of the state and firms, affecting the credibility of the private economy. 
But what is most noteworthy is the fact that the eruption of a major crisis, or of an economic system failure, 
 
 
‡Please consult as well Ozawa, T. (2013), The Classical Origins of Akamatsu’s “Flying-Geese” Theory: A Note on a Missing Link to David 
Hume, Working Paper Series, April 2013, No. 320, Columbia University, New York and research papers and studies written by Kasahara, 
Kojima and others.  
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occurs at extended intervals, and then the adaptation of the human laws to the technological advances, the existing 
resources, cultural factors, access to development and political strategies is imperative. 
China is among the countries where the state has a major role in coordinating the most important objectives 
economically and socially, which has been a benefit for the Chinese economy. Unlike most developed countries, 
where the austerity measures has been the rule in recent years, China and other BRICS countries have been in favour 
of economic stimulus measures. This was possible because, compared with previous crises, emerging economies 
have entered into the global crisis having a much robust macroeconomic and financial positions. In fact, the world 
financial and economic crisis has erupted at the time regarded by experts as "the most prosperous" for emerging 
economies (Oehler-Şincai, 2013a, p. 12). 
At the same time the crisis has highlighted the trend of shifting the economic centre of the world to Asia. After 
about three decades of sustained economic growth, China's GDP exceeded that of Japan's in 2010. Starting in that 
year, Japan exchanged places with China, the latter one being now in the second position, after the United States. 
 
4. China, the engine of world economy 
 
Evolution of the compound annual growth rate (CAGR) worldwide and in economies with the largest share in it, 
analysed for the period 1980-2013, captured in intervals of five years, underscores the following: 
1. At the global level, the highest growth rates were achieved in the periods 1985-1990 (13.09%) and 
2000-2005 (7.17%). 
2. During the 1985-1990 years, the greatest contribution to world GDP growth had the EU (18.21%) and 
Japan (4.96%). 
3. Since 1990, China has become the engine of economic growth, its annual CAGR being permanently 
over that of world leaders (see Table 2). 
4. Analysis of the CAGR over the period 1980-2013 illustrates again that the economic growth of the 
Chinese economy continues, as well as the rate of the strongest economies of the world, the US, the 
EU and Japan, well under the world average of 5.95%. 
5.   In the economic and financial profound crisis which started in autumn of 2007 in the USA and 
expanded shortly and in EU countries, under the forms of sovereign debt and uncontrolled access to 
credits in foreign currency, the CAGR of GDP was very low in the EU (1.8%) and even negative in 
Japan (-3.05%). Again China has registered visible GDP increases through a rate well above that of 
the most powerful developed countries of the world (21.31% in 2005-2010 and 14.66% in 2010-
2013). 
Table 2: GDP CAGR in the USA, EU, China, Japan and globally  during 1980-2013 (in %) 
Source: Own calculations based on IMF, 2013. 
 
Therefore, the world financial and economic crisis has affected differently the analysed economies. The slow 
economic recovery of the US economy and the majority of EU member countries are sharply contrasting with the 
Chinese economy, whose growth rate has only slowed down, its compound annual growth rate of the GDP over the 
period 2010-2013 being 10 percentage points over the global CAGR. 
 
 
 CAGR 1985/1980 1990/1985 1995/1990 2000/1995 2005/2000 2010/2005 2013/2010 2013/1980 
World 
total 
2.11 13.09 6.10 1.68 7.17 6.71 4.70 5.95 
EU -3.53 18.21 5.56 -1.56 10.17 3.38 1.80 4.82 
USA 8.71 6.59 5.09 6.07 4.94 2.70 3.79 5.49 
Japan 4.96 17.52 11.44 -2.37 -0.68 3.75 -3.05 4.74 
China 0.24 4.92 13.28 10.49 13.50 21.31 14.66 10.80 
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5. EU, USA and China: participation at global trade and investment exchanges and their interdependencies – 
a comparative analysis  
Referring to the evolution of the shares of the EU, USA and China in global GDP, FDI stocks, FDI flows and 
international trade, one can remark the rise of the latter, in parallel with the decrease of the shares of the first two. 
 
 
Fig.2. Shares of the EU, USA and China in the world GDP during 1980-2012 (in %) 
Source: IMF, 2013. 
 
a)     b) 
 Fig.3. Shares of the EU, USA and China in the world trade in goods during 2000-2012 (in %) a) Export; b) Import 
Source: WTO, 2013a and 2013b.  
While China’s rise is obvious and accelerated in global GDP and trade in goods (Charts 2 and 3), it is much 
slower in trade in services and FDI flows and stocks (Charts 4, 5 and 6). 
 
Export      Import 
Fig.4  Shares of the EU, USA and China in the world trade in services during 2000-2012 (in %) ; 
Source: WTO, 2013a and 2013b.  
 
Inflows    Outflows 
Fig.5. Shares of the EU, USA and China in the global FDI flows during 1990-2012 (in %) 
Source: UNCTAD, 2013. 
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Received   Generated 
Fig.6. Shares of the EU, USA and China in the global FDI stock during 1990-2012 (in %) 
Source: UNCTAD, 2013. 
 
In the opinion of several experts, China’s GDP will overtake US GDP before 2025, but its GDP per capita will 
not be able to equal the US level in decades (Nye, 2011).  
For example, a comparison between Japan and China in the light of this indicator reveals that the average welfare 
level is almost ten times higher in Japan than in China.  
By all means, the US economy faces numerous weak points: the size of the public debt, poor quality of its 
education system, the Administration’s repeated blockages (recall here just the episode from early October 2013, 
when the Government agencies have been inactive for more than two weeks, in the absence of an agreement on the 
federal budget for the new fiscal year). The USA public debt in 2013 is estimated by the IMF experts at around 
106% of its GDP (17727 billion US dollar). In comparison, the overall public debt of the UE member states is 
estimated at 90% of total GDP or 15539 billion US dollar and that of China at under 23% of its GDP (circa 2050 
billion US dollar, that is lower than its foreign exchange reserve). 
As a matter of fact, governments of the world must understand that the role of the state should not be minimized, 
as the responsibility during a major financial and economic crisis lies with the state. Since the financial markets as 
well as other actors in the system cannot and must not adopt decisions at national level, the state remains the 
guarantor and the defender of social values to establish new rules that encourage the changes needed for the survival 
of the entire national system (Allaire Y, Fîrș irotu M). 
Referring to the interrelationship between the EU, the USA and China in the field of trade and investment, it is 
evident that the EU and the USA are much more “connected” to each other than with China. Moreover, the EU 
experts consider that the economic partnership between the EU and USA, which is currently reviewed by both 
parties, represents “the most extensive and integrated economic relationship at global level”. 
Analyzing the degree of interdependence of the three major actors in the world economy on six levels (export and 
import of goods and services and the stock of FDI generated and received), is results the following conclusions:  
(1) The USA are more dependent on China than on the EU on the import of goods, while the connection with the 
community’s economy is much stronger in the fields of export of goods but also trade in services and FDI; 
(2) The situation described above is similar vice versa, in the EU’s relationship with the USA, but at a lower 
level;  
(3) The interdependencies between China and the EU, on the one hand, and China and the USA, on the other 
hand are still low, which is due to its strong ties with the Asian economies. 
Here intervenes a statistical factor, as Hong Kong-China, although part of China, has a separate statistics, based 
on the principle of “one country, two systems”. Therefore, the economic relations between China and Hong Kong-
China add to China’s relations with other economies, and this “surplus” is not at all negligible. 
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Fig. 7. Interdependencies between the UE, USA and China in the field of trade in goods, trade in services and FDI stocks1 (in %) 
1 2012 or the most recent year for which data are available. 
Notes: China without Hong Kong-China. Only the extracommunity flows for the EU.  
Sources: Chart elaborated based on DG Trade, 2013, US Department of Commerce, 2013, Eurostat, 2013, WTO 2013a and WTO 2013b, Bureau 
of  Economic Analysis, 2013 and Organization for International Investment, 2013.   
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Conclusions  
The world financial and economic crisis which started in the fall of 2007 emphasized the alliances and grouped 
the “big players”. On the one hand, in the “race” for strategic resources needed to supply a rapidly increasing 
economy, China is in a dynamic process of concluding more and more alliances. Its strategic alliances reflect that 
the policy of purchasing US Treasury bonds on the medium and long term, applied for about 20 years, is no longer 
useful. China has been investing massively since the start of the crisis in the acquisition of new territories which 
allow access to the exploitation of strategic resources, so necessary for maintaining its economic development. 
Referring to the situation in the Asia-Pacific region, Professor Paul Dobrescu underscored that everything 
depends on how the relationship between Japan and China will be modelled (Dobrescu, 2008). China needed the 
Japanese technological performance, while Japan still needs the access to a generous export market, as the Chinese 
market was until the rise of the political tensions caused by the territorial dispute. Together, they would have formed 
one of the strongest economic ties in the contemporary world. 
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A possible alliance is the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership, and Japan might join it in 
search of new markets, which would contribute to the formation of a bloc “of the rich ones”, contributing 
already with more than half at the world’s industrial production. Such a group that would become by far the 
first major military and economic power of the world, however, has older as well newer disputes to solve.  
In this complex set of possibilities, Japan is becoming a strong player in the construction of free trade 
zones, which could become the main determinant in designing the world economy in the years to 2020 or 
even beyond this horizon. Behind China's economic growth, Japan has not lost its influence and economic 
power in Asia, remaining an international power. The spectacular growth of the Asian economy share in t he 
world's economy would not have been possible without this new model of development, and the evolution of 
some Asian countries would not have been conceivable without the Japanese experience. 
Humanity is looking for a long term equilibrium that would provide stability, and the foreseeable alliances 
represent only a first step in ensuring this stability. 
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